72
The Crackle of the Wire inconsistent coming from a man who made an ex-slave from Jamaica the chief beneficiary of his will, is among the reasons why it is so intriguing to ponder Johnson's notion of an echo being devoid of the originality or authenticity that he ascribed to sound. The publication that defined his transformation from Grub Street hack to literary eminence was A Dictionary of the English Language (1755), a work of record, trace, and echo that won him the moniker "Dictionary Johnson" and made him one of the most famous figures of his era.
Johnson's was not the first dictionary, even of English, but the thoroughness with which it furrowed English as a linguistic territory made it the lexicon par excellence, at least until the publication of the Oxford English Dictionary in the early twentieth century. The Johnson Dictionary, with its 42,000 definitions, involved the wholesale transformation of units of sound into visual signs. Now of course that transformation is not in itself special to Johnson; it is the alchemy at the heart of all writing. But the Dictionary, an icon of the encyclopedic eighteenth century, packaged and regularized the manifold vagaries of English in a way that could scarcely have been imagined by earlier generations. To invoke the resonant term used by Walter J. Ong, dictionaries enabled a new "technologizing" of the word that in an era of imperial expansion had cascading effects. It influenced the pronunciation of English, just as it facilitated the exponential growth of both its vocabulary and sphere of influence. English, as Ong argued, became a "grapholect"-"a transdialectical language formed by deep commitment to writing." 3 As much as the culture of printing affected the sound of language (encouraging the standardization of grammar and diction), it also provided new avenues for the containment of social difference-a phenomenon (to use an appropriately visual metaphor) that can be counted among the many long shadows cast by the Enlightenment. The critic Bruce
Johnson has argued that Samuel Johnson's exclusion of the lexicon of the underclasses was "part of their progressive criminalisation." The Dictionary was both the symbol and the instrument of a social order that "stiffened the disenfranchisement of non-literate cultures (within and beyond 'the nation')." per cent of Aboriginal people no longer speak an indigenous tongue. 5 More recent reportage, based on 1996 data, is also pessimistic. It claims that of the 20 languages found to be healthy in 1990, a further three had become "endangered," and it predicted that unless intervention is taken, all the Aboriginal languages of Australia will be extinct by 2050. 6 To attribute this grim history of linguistic genocide entirely to the impact of print would be simplistic. 12 This allowed performers to conduct on-the-spot monitoring of how they sounded-a feature that did not apply to the movie camera (although this changed with the advent of video). 13 The reception of these technologies was influenced by the rate of literacy, which in Arnhem Land has never been high. This rate is due to a variety of factors: the lack of educational resources and opportunities;
resistance to the authoritarianism of missionary educators (some of whom compelled children to wash their mouths out with soap if they spoke Yolŋu Matha on school grounds); and the ill-suitedness of the Latin alphabet to the notation of Aboriginal phonetics. 14 So it is not surprising that Aboriginal people seized upon the tape recorder as an instrument for furthering their own agendas. Examples of this can be found in the audio archives of A. P. Elkin, Australia's best known anthropologist of the mid-twentieth century, which contain several recorded missives in which senior Arnhem
Landers express to Elkin their concern about the way secret-sacred information, confided to visiting researchers, had fallen into unauthorized hands. as Bruno LaTour has argued, that juxtaposition of "modern" and "primitive" has been pivotal to modernity's self-definition. 20 Very frequently that contrast between "the West and the Rest" is articulated by setting up a theater of technological difference. One of the subtleties that gets overlooked in this scenario is the extent to which media images provide resources for
Aboriginal people to apprehend and interpret their own historical reality.
Ten Canoes is a vivid example of this process, since it was inspired by the pho- Gulpilil is easily the best-known Aboriginal actor in the history of film.
The clarity with which we hear the dialog, the narration, and the highly evocative soundtrack of Ten Canoes is of course due to digital recording and studio production. But there is no technical reason why a feature film in an
Aboriginal language could not have been made at the beginning of Gulpulil's career or earlier.
As we have seen, ethnographic filmmakers have been doing just that for decades.
So the higher fidelity of digital audio is almost a distraction at this point.
It is for quite different reasons that the computer is central to the assertion of the Yolŋu that their language should be heard publicly on its own terms.
To understand these reasons, it is necessary to think within the full time In ways that were inscriptive, although they sat outside the troubled sphere of writing, these media brought techniques of encoding language and other aspects of the culture. The computer marks the current chapter in this narrative, and its distinction, as Friedrich Kittler discerned in Gramophone, Film, Typewriter (1986), is not that it added a further element to the three great strata that constitute the media of modernity (sound reproduction, moving pictures, and print). 23 Rather, its triumph is one of packaging and Hinkson argues, that these "remote" communities have been thoroughly "caught up in the telecommunications revolution which has swept the world in the past two decades." 24 If the twenty-first century is broadening the bandwidth of the voices we hear in public culture, the reason is very much to do with the connectivity facilitated by digital systems.
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The dialog that is axiomatic to genuine inquiry between cultures has been extended in new directions by digitization. When the contents of media archives are dislodged and returned to their place of origin, discussions from the past can speak to the present-a process that forces the very conception of an ethnographic archive to be "reimagined," according to the musicologist Linda Barwick. Formerly, as she points out, the sound archives' primary relationship was with the individual collector, who typically travelled to remote places to collect the recordings for deposit in the archive.
Relationships between the archives and the individuals whose speech or performances were recorded were typically limited by geography, technological differentials, and sometimes language barriers. The wire recordings were transferred to acetate discs soon after Simpson returned to Sydney. Some of the material he used in a radio documentary about the expedition, broadcast in late 1948. 27 The rest of it was archived, and seems to have been left largely untouched until the discs were duplicated onto magnetic access tapes in the 1980s. These were the tapes that I auditioned-and as I did so, I copied them onto a computer where I saved them as audio files. The recordings were the thread that led me to contemporaneous film and still photography, taken by members of the Arnhem Land Expedition and held in a variety of institutions. 28 By the time I traveled to west Arnhem Land in 2006, a virtual truckload of film and tape was compactly stored on my laptop. graph. 31 Although the locality of Kunapipi's origin is a matter of conjecture, all evidence attests to the rapidity with which it spread across the Top End during the middle of the twentieth century. In the Oenpelli case, the presence of the ethnographer seems to have influenced its introduction. Bardayal explained that although some residents of the mission had attended Kunapipi further east, it was performed at Oenpelli only on Berndt's request.
Bardayal recalled that the appropriateness of performing a ceremony then foreign to the region was fiercely debated by senior men. But Berndt was pressing in his demand, made at a time when the authority of Balanda was not readily challenged. Bardayal stated that the request was lubricated by a substantial payment of food and tobacco to the performers-a detail that
Berndt neglected to mention in his published account.
The circumstances that led to the recording of the Wubarr ceremony are another story. 32 Of interest here is the way the documentation was received Difficult to pick up in the field recordings, but bleedingly obvious when I return to the sound files dubbed from the ABC archives, is the crackle and interference that I like to think originate from the magnetic wire recorder, the instrument that allowed the preservation of these performances sixty years ago. Yet perhaps I am being nostalgic in connecting the crackle with the wire alone. For surely it is a composite distortion: each decaying generation in the analog chain (the steel wire, the acetate disc, the plastic tape) must have left a muddied accretion. Like static to the ear, I can hear it now, undiscriminatingly reproduced in the sequence of ones and zeroes that constitute the digital copy. Presumably, the digital reproduction has its own sound also, but this is harder to discern. The ear, and indeed the entire body, rapidly adjusts to the current notion of "high fidelity," as Barthes reminds us in "The Grain of the Voice"-his argument neatly periodized by his contemplation of how musical performance has been altered by the clarity and extended duration of a medium that now seems short and scratchy, the LP record.
Technically, it would be possible to "clean up" the 1948 recordings using digital processes and thereby eliminate much of the "crackle in the wire" (or whatever it is). In the record industry, digital recording and production are comparatively recent arrivals. The computerized processing of the sound image was first introduced for the purpose of "remastering" earlier recordings (this being a euphemism for expunging the residue of analog processes that were becoming aurally unacceptable). In a world without budgetary restraints, the Arnhem Land recordings might be similarly cleansed. Yet whether this is desirable is far from certain. The Bininj seemed perfectly happy to filter the distortion with their ears, as they did the wind and other distractions. And it occurred to me then that the whoosh and hiss have their own poetry; they are worth preserving, because they delineate the confluence of such dissimilar technologies and traditions. Conscious of this paradoxical melding, I hear, in the production suite that is my mind's ear, the appreciative gasps of those older men, applauding the virtuosity of long-dead dancers and singers. Somewhere along the way, their utterances find harmony with the crackle in the wire, as distinctive as the patina that coats any artifact-and equally redolent in meaning.
Many contradictions emerge when you begin to sound these echoes from the past. The belief that racial termination loomed provided the impetus for Westerners to document Aboriginal traditions. As R. H. Mathews, the early Australian anthropologist, candidly explained: the "native tribes are disappearing rapidly before the advancing tide of European population, and unless some person qualified for the task shall take up this highly important subject, the languages and the customs of an interesting primitive people will be lost to science." 33 The phraseology differed over time, but the apprehension of impending disappearance was the motivation for much ethnographic recording in the twentieth century. It gave rise to the unwieldy mass that fills the media archives. Yet even as we recognize that predictions of extinction were ill founded, a further threat presents itself:
the impermanence of the wax, acetate, celluloid, magnetic tape, and other media on which all this material was recorded.
Strategies for dealing with the frailty of media heritage are the subject of intense debate among the archivists who specialize in this field. An increasingly common practice is to digitize collections, even those that run to hundreds of thousands of hours of recorded data. There is no fast-tracking this process. To be faithfully reproduced, the recordings must be played in what is referred to as "real time." They must speak to the computer at the tempo at which they were made. Whether our huge ethnographic archives and collections of oral history can be preserved before they rot is a moot
point. Yet there is something majestic about those spools set in ceaseless revolution, steadily disgorging memories that will otherwise be eaten by rats and mice before they are heard through. As the case study of Arnhem Land reveals, a plethora of signals converge when they meet with the computer. A temporal panorama, rooted in antiquity, though engaged with modernity in its many manifestations, is opened up by the course of this technological migration.
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